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FOREIGN GOVERNMENTS AND POLITICS 

EDITED BY FREDERIC A. OGG 

University of Wisconsin 

Changes in British Parliamentary Procedure. One of the most 
interesting of the developments arising from the extensive legislative 
program which faced the first British Parliament under the Franchise 
Act of 1918 was the drastic amendment in February, 1919, of the rules 
of procedure of the house of commons. The address from the throne 
stated the necessity and the purposes of the proposed changes, declaring: 

" A large number of measures affecting the social and economic well- 
being of the nation await your consideration, and it is of the utmost 
importance that their provisions should be examined and, if possible, 
agreed upon and carried into effect with all expedition. With this 
object in view, My Government will invite the consideration of the 
House of Commons to certain proposals for the simplification of the 
procedure for that House which, it is hoped, will enable delays to be 
avoided, and give its members an increasing opportunity of taking an 
effective part in the work of legislation." 

In the debate upon the address, Mr. Lloyd George foreshadowed the 
nature of the government's proposals by saying: 

"I am certain that our present methods of examining legislation, of 
having 600 men scrutinizing every line, every word, every comma, for 
weeks in the presence of the Press, is a futile method of transacting 
business. ... As long as the House of Commons accepts the 
main outline of the measure, it is fatal to business to insist upon every 
member of the House taking part in a close scrutiny of every word." 

And when the attorney-general presented the plan he declared: 

"The object of the proposals is at least threefold. It is, in the first 
place, to save the time of the House. It is, secondly, to accelerate the 
progress of business, and also it is, by avoiding waste of time and 
energy, to improve the real opportunities of criticism and discussion." 

The changes which were then outlined included, first, an increase in 
the number and importance, and a decrease in the size, of the standing, 
or grand, committees; second, a rule regularizing kangaroo closure by 
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making the power of selecting amendments for debate a permanent 
and no longer a temporary attribute of the authority of the chair; 
third, the reference of the estimates, with certain exceptions and under 
certain restrictions, to standing committees; fourth, several less drastic 
changes in procedure designed to save time in the passage of bills 
through the house. Three days were occupied by the discussion of 
these proposals, and the debate furnishes one of the best expositions 
ever given of the theory and practice of the procedure of the house of 
commons. In the end most of the government proposals were adopted 
as standing orders, although some modifications were made, and the 
rule empowering standing committees to consider the estimates was 
passed for the session only. 

The purpose of the changes in the committee system was frankly set 
forth by Mr. Bonar Law as, "getting the bulk of the business done by 
committees. And," he added, "that does mean a real revolution in 
the procedure of the house of commons." In number the committees 
were increased from four to six, and in size decreased from 60-80 to 
40-60, with the provision that the committee of selection should have 
power to add not less than ten nor more than fifteen members to a 
standing committee in respect of any bill referred to it, to serve during 
the consideration of that bill. The provision that at least ten "ex- 
perts" should be added was the result of a desire in the house to assure 
the competency of the committees to handle the important bills now 
proposed to be referred to them. It was not, however, applied to the 
committee on Scottish bills, which committee was continued, as was 
that for the consideration of bills relating exclusively to Wales and 
Monmouthshire. The chairmen's panel was increased from 4-8 to 
8-12, while the quorum for standing committees was left at twenty. 

Besides adding to the number of the grand committees, the new 
rules increase their working capacity by allowing them to sit while the 
house is in session. Prior to 1919 no such committee could sit while 
the house was sitting except in pursuance of a resolution moved by the 
member in charge of the bill before the committee and decided without 
debate; nor could any such committee sit before four o'clock without 
an order of the house. The new rule, S. O. 47 (1), provides: 

"Standing committees may sit during the sitting, and notwithstand- 
ing any adjournment, of the house. On a division being called in the 
house, the chairman of a standing committee shall suspend the pro- 
ceedings in the committee for such time as will, in his opinion, enable 
members to vote in the division." 
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Further, rule 49A provides: 

"In order to facilitate the business of standing committees, a motion 
may, after two days notice, be made by a minister of the crown at the 
commencement of public business, to be decided without amendment 
or debate, 'that this house do now adjourn,' provided that if on a 
day on which a motion is agreed to under this standing order leave has 
been given to move the adjournment of the house for the purpose of 
discussing a definite matter of urgent public importance, Mr. Speaker, 
instead of adjourning the house, shall suspend the sitting until a 
quarter past eight of the clock." 

The government declared, however, that it would use the authority 
thus granted not regularly, but only as a last resort. 

These rules, together with that permitting the reference of the esti- 
mates to a standing committee, and the avowed determination of the 
government to send "upstairs" all bills but the finance bill, the appro- 
priation bill, and small bills of a noncontentious kind indicate a realiza- 
tion by all concerned that the legislative capacity of the parliamentary 
machine was entirely inadequate for the passage of measures made 
imperatively and urgently necessary by post-war conditions. The 
delegation of legislative power, the removal of many members from 
the house to the committee rooms while the house is in session, and 
the consequent rush through the division lobbies of members who have 
not heard debated the question upon which they are voting were de- 
clared by many members to be changes which would destroy both the 
prestige and the self-respect of the house of commons. The govern- 
ment's unanswerable reply was that without these changes of procedure 
the house could not by any possibility put through the program of 
social and industrial reform which the situation demanded, and that 
its failure to do so with reasonable promptitude would result not only 
in a loss of prestige for the house of commons, but in the destruction of 
popular belief in representative government as it exists in England. 
This argument, of course, was used in connection with all of their 
proposals. 

The chief provision made by the new procedure for speeding up bills 
in the house itself relates to the selection of amendments for debate, 
and is as follows (S. 0. 27 A) : 

"In respect of any motion or any bill under consideration either in 
committee of the whole house or on report, Mr. Speaker, or in com- 
mittee, the chairman of ways and means, and the deputy chairman, 
shall have power to select the new amendments or clauses to be pro- 
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posed, and may, if he thinks fit, call upon any member who has given 
notice of an amendment to give such explanation of the object of the 
amendment as may enable him to form a judgment upon it." 

Under the old rules this power could not be exercised by the chair 
except under authority of a special order in each case — an order which 
it usually required a considerable amount of time to pass. The new 
rule obviates such delays, makes unnecessary closure by compartments, 
by which whole clauses were Voted with no discussion whatsoever, and 
provides a reasonable method for the selection of those subjects the 
discussion of which is most desirable. A possible drawback is the 
addition to the constantly increasing burden which has been laid upon 
the speaker during recent years. 

Other changes which were made to reduce delay in the passage of 
bills through the house may be noted. 

S. 0. 30 was amended to provide that when the speaker or chairman 
deems a division "unnecessarily" claimed he may take the vote of the 
house by calling upon members who support and who challenge his 
position to rise in their places, "unnecessarily" having been inserted 
in place of "frivolously or vexatiously" in order to enable the rule to 
be applied in a wider range of cases. 

S. 0. 31A eliminates superfluous divisions at second and third read- 
ings by providing that, " If on an amendment to the question that a bill 
be now read a second time or the third time it is decided that the word 
'now' or any words proposed to be left out stand as part of the question, 
Mr. Speaker shall forthwith declare the bill to be read a second time 
or the third time, as the case may be." 

S. 0. 40A provides that a motion to recommit a bill, if opposed, 
shall be discussed under the ten minute rule, only the member who 
moves recommittal and one other member to be heard. 

S. 0. 7A exempts from the eleven o'clock rule proceedings upon the 
report of the committee of ways and means, and committees authoriz- 
ing the expenditure of money, except the committee of supply. 

S. 0. 71A provides that when a resolution authorizing the expendi- 
ture of money in a certain bill is sanctioned by a committee, and notice 
is given, the report stage can be taken at once instead of being deferred 
to another day. 

S. 0. 71B makes it possible to receive a resolution of the committee 
of ways and means authorizing the issue of money out of the consoli- 
dated fund, and to pass this money bill through the report stage and 
third reading on the same day. These stages frequently had been 
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taken in one day under special order of the house. The new order 
makes such procedure the regular one. 

Although somewhat technical, all of these new rules are clearly 
designed to expedite the business of the house, both by simplifying 
the normal procedure, and by reducing the opportunities for deliberate 
obstruction. 

The most striking changes in procedure which the needs of the new 
order in England has compelled, however, were those which permit the 
discussion of the estimates in standing committee. From 1707 it had 
been the rule of the house that money bills should be considered only 
in committee of the whole. Because such consideration was supposed 
to give the house an opportunity to scrutinize and to criticise the con- 
duct of every part of the government when the appropriation for that 
part was voted, the provision had long been regarded as one of the 
cornerstones of parliamentary supremacy. The proposal to rescind 
the rule met with determined resistance. It was declared that the 
primary business of Parliament was not legislative but critical, and 
that to deprive the house as a whole of its traditional power to criticise 
and control the executive through the discussion of the estimates would 
destroy its most useful function. The discussion, however, gave rise 
to a general admission that the existing system did not in practice 
give the house of commons an effective control over the estimates in 
their financial aspects; and upon the abandonment by the government 
of its proposal to reduce the number of days for the consideration of 
supply in the committee of the whole from twenty to twelve the great 
innovation was adopted, for the session only. The rules provide: 

1. All estimates except Votes A and 1 (personnel and pay) of the 
army, navy, and air force estimates shall be referred to a standing 
committee instead of to the committee of supply. 

2. The estimates shall be allotted to the standing committees by the 
speaker, and shall be considered by them under the customary pro- 
cedure of the committee of supply. 

3. Upon the adoption of a motion made by a minister any specified 
estimates or votes shall be withdrawn from the standing committees 
and considered in committee of supply. 

4. The speaker shall leave the chair forthwith when the orders of 
the day for the consideration of any votes other than a vote of credit 
in the committee of supply shall be read. 

5. A standing committee may report from time to time resolutions 
upon which it has agreed, and these shall be proceeded with as though 
they had been reported from the committee of supply. 
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6. The government shall have authority to fix the rotation in which 
votes are to be taken in standing committee, and to determine whether 
estimates of bills shall be considered on any particular day. 

7. S. O. 15, regulating the business of supply, shall apply only to 
such business in the house or in a committee of the whole; supply shall 
no longer be the first order of the day on Thursday; the rule which 
required the submission of new estimates not later than two days 
before the committee of supply is closed shall have no effect. 

8. The committee of selection shall have the power to add not less 
than ten nor more than fifteen members to any standing committee to 
which estimates are referred, to serve on that committee during the 
consideration of any specified estimates. 

Viewed in their entirety these modifications of procedure very 
evidently are the logical development of tendencies in the evolution of 
standing orders which, as Dr. Redlich points out, have governed 
changes made in the rules since 1832. They were made to save the 
time, or to alter the distribution of the time, of the house, and to 
reduce further the possibility of obstruction. But although in adopt- 
ing them the house made serious efforts to increase its working capac- 
ity, it cannot be said to be satisfied with the results of the innovations. 
Within a few months it became evident that while the house had not 
vastly increased its legislative output by simplifying its procedure and 
dividing itself by six, it had introduced a system which was giving 
rise to other ills, some of them of a disquieting nature. As had been 
predicted, the grand committees drew so many members from the 
house itself that the discussion of constitutional measures of the utmost 
importance was regularly conducted before empty benches. Further- 
more, the standing committees in many instances deprived the house 
ol the control which it had been wont to exercise over the details of 
great bills. This had been foreseen; but in practice the house did not 
like the change. And the committees themselves, even the committee 
to which the estimates were referred, had great difficulty in regularly 
securing quorums. Members complained of being expected to be in 
several places at the same time, and the house generally felt over- 
worked and dissatisfied. 

These sentiments found expression in a debate early in June, 1919, 
on the proposal to create a parliamentary body to consider devolution. 
In seconding the motion for such a body, Mr. Murray Macdonald 
probably expressed the consensus of opinion concerning the situation 
when he said that the motion: 
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"rested on the opinion that Parliament had more work than it 
could adequately perform. . . . Only two alternative remedies 
had been suggested. The first was by changes in the rules regulating 
business in the house; the second was that embodied in the motion 
under consideration. Many changes in procedure had been made, all 
with the same object, and they had totally failed to accomplish their 
purpose." 

The result was the appointment of the speaker's conference on de- 
volution; and it is safe to assume that the recognition that the new 
rules have not made, and that no rules can make, it possible for Parlia- 
ment to perform its present duties satisfactorily, will go far towards 
securing favorable consideration for whatever proposals this con- 
ference may eventually make. 

Ralston Hayden. 

University of Michigan. 

Swiss Referendum on the League of Nations. The Swiss refer- 
endum of May 16 on the League of Nations was the most important 
vote of its kind in the history of the republic. All other countries 
entering the league thus far have done so by parliamentary and execu- 
tive action, that is, through purely representative means. Switzerland 
alone referred the question to the direct decision of her electorate. To 
Americans her action is of interest, not only beoause of its thoroughly 
democratic character, but also because we are confronting the same 
question as the paramount issue of our domestic and foreign politics 
at the present time. 

There can be no doubt that the Swiss people understood thoroughly 
the fateful nature of the decision they were called upon to make. They 
witnessed the great war from within its very midst; in spite of their 
neutrality they suffered and are suffering considerably from its con- 
sequences; and they have followed every step taken since the armistice 
with the deepest interest. A vigorous campaign of education carried 
on by the press, by political parties, and by propagandist committees 
of every description preceded the referendum vote itself. With few 
exceptions the discussion of the issue was conducted upon a high plane. 
Some vague charges were made of the use of Entente gold to influence 
the vote, but they were speedily denied and discredited. In spite of 
the deepest feeling on both sides, personalities were conspicuously 
absent. A minor point of interest may be found in the active and 
effective part taken in the campaign by many prominent clergymen, 
both Protestant and Catholic. 



